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of the songs in the movie-within-the movie (The Dancing Cavalier) that seem to its audience to be sung by Lina Lamont and that are presented to us, the audience of Singin' in the Rain, as sung by Kathy Selden/Debbie Reynolds, one, "Would You?" is in reality sung by a certain Betty Noyes or Royce (different sources give different names), a woman neither seen in Singin' in the Rain nor mentioned in the credits.7 If Noyes/Royce eventually came into her own, it must have been in a small way; she does not figure in any of the standard Hollywood handbooks, and it seems a fair guess that she never made it to a billboard, either. On behalf of Betty Noyes/Royce, it seems, no Simpson moralized about giving credit where credit is due. Maybe the split between a movie's story and its production practices is so complete that it didn't occur to anyone that there was something funny about not crediting Noyes's/Royce's voice in a film that is precisely about the crediting of voices in film. Or maybe it did occur to someone but didn't seem funny or problematic enough to override whatever real-life protocol governs who gets and who doesn't get screen credits. In any case, Betty Noyes/Royce ended up without one, thus leaving her singing voice on permanent deposit in the account of Debbie Reynolds.
So wide is the gap between what Singzn' in the Rain says and what it does that one is tempted to see a relation between the two to see the moralizing surface story of Singin' as a guilty disavowal of the practices that went into its own making. Certainly the film itself invites a reflexive reading: the final movie in the sequence of movies it is about, the one the others lead up to and the one advertised on the climactic billboard, is Singin' in the Rain. Of course this narrow, in-house reading cannot explain the film's enormous popularity with four decades of viewers who know nothing of the backstage circumstances of its production. But if we proceed from the assumption that what may seem to be local anxieties are often universal ones in neighborhood drag, we might look again at the gap between Singzn' in the Rain's theory and its practice and ask what the larger resonances are. That is the point of departure of this essay, in which I argue that Singzn' in the Rain's morality tale of stolen talent restored is driven by a nervousness about just the opposite, about stolen talent unrestored, and that one reason for its abiding popularity is the way it redresses our underlying fear that the talent or art we most enjoy in movies like Singin' in the Rain is art we somehow "know" to be uncredited and unseen. The question is what talent and who it belongs to.
The obvious point to be made about Singzn' in the Rain is that its soul lies not in stunt acts, or spoken voices, or songs, or even the singing 11. Peter Wollen, Singin' in the Rain (London, 1992), p. 57; hereafter abbreviated SR. Wollen also writes of Kelly's tendency to "carry" his ballet training in his upper body: "In dance terms he was, so to speak, determined to be upwardly mobile, adding a ballet carriage and arm movements above the waist to tapping feet below" (SR, p. 14).
12. Arthur Freed (lyrics) and Nacio Herb Brown (music) originally wrote the song for the Hollywood 
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ior, "I'm dancin', and singin', in the rain." A small but telling adjustment, it acknowledges that the title does not do justice to which art is really at stake.l3 Although there are no body doubles here (Kelly and O'Connor are after all really doing their own dancing),l4 I want to suggest that the film nonetheless worries rather openly about the "authorship" of certain of the moves they perform, that it is haunted by an anxiety of influence of a peculiarly American sort. Of course, to echo another formulation, popular culture is because it borrows; by definition it trades in a marketplace of endlessly circulating moves, riffs, bits of sound and image a process that has always stood apart from high-culture notions of authorship and attribution and one that continues to confound copyright law.l5 "Shuck," dancer Eddie Rector said, "if you could copyright a step, nobody could lift a foot" (quoted inJD, p. 338). Still, even within the world and terms of popular culture's processes, there are rules of thumb, general understandings about when a move is sustained and close enough to a distinctive "original" to be attributable and, in such a case, what sort of attribution paid the debt. It is said that the "unwritten law" of the Hoofers Club was "Thou Shalt Not Copy Another's Steps Exactly" (JD, p. 338). How exactly turned on the context: the same reflex might be regarded as an homage in a noncommercial performance, but as plunder in venues where there was money to be made. Marshall and Jean Stearns write that inside the Hoofers Club "you could imitate anybody inside the club, and it was taken as a compliment," but "you must not do so professionally, 14. Dance can in fact be faked more than one might imagine. The tap sounds (which in the thirties and forties were in themselves sufficiently popular to be broadcast on radio) can be dubbed (as Debbie Reynolds's were by Gene Kelly and Ginger Rogers's were by Hermes Pan), and the visible dancing can be fixed by segmenting and editing, "so that the feet do not belong to the dancer or the movements are so abbreviated that the dance is effectively created in the montage." But by a variety of means, including "the use of long takes and wide frames," Kelly made it clear that visible dance his "own province" was unfaked ( Duelling cavalier duelling mammy dancing cavalier. "Dancing" is the word the sequence aims toward, the word that will solve the problem of the musical ("We need a musical title"), but it can only be suggested by and arrived at through a reference to "mammy" a reference that in a split second puts African-Americans into the picture and acknowledges that the artistic bridge between a brittle eighteenth-century melodrama and a vibrant twentieth-century musical is a racial one. But blackness is no sooner admitted than it is denied, for the next full sentence erases the one before it. Not immediately, but after a teasing sequence of pauses and false starts that has the character of a set of inarticulate permutationsthe in-betweens of morphing, as it were. We can only speculate on what thoughts are suppressed by the "no's" that lie between "duelling mammy" and "dancing cavalier," but insofar as they get us from female to male in a context of blackness and dance, one of them surely adumbrates a dancing black man, invisible in the given story, but a logical step in the sequence. In any event, the scene ends jubilantly, with Cosmo dancing the Charleston,2l and that is the last we hear of the bridge term that got our movie men from a white loser to a white winner. The question is why it is there at all. This is not the first occurrence of "the word A1 Jolson had made famous" in Singin' in the Rain. imitation that lasts no longer than the word itself, but one that captures Jolson's unmistakable voice catch. Singin' in the Rain is of course set in 1927, and in it TheJazz Singer is mentioned repeatedly as the competition, the new Hollywood-benchmark, the watershed between past and future. Indeed, insofar as Singin' in the Rain claims to show the originary moment not just of the sound movie but of dubbing and the musical, it presents itself as TheJazz Singer's imaginary contemporary. The films are ideologically connected, as well, both effiecting the transition from a root-bound, European past (Jewish family and religious ritual in The Jazz Singer; eighteenth-century formulaic melodrama in Singin' in the Rain) to a free, American present defined by the music and dance of the jazz age the "heart" story of the Hollywood musical (HM, p. 57). But where, however ambivalently, The Jazz Singer acknowledges the blackness of that enterprise and indeed shows us in detail the act of blackface that Jakie Rabinowitz must perform in order to belong to and profit from it, Singin' in the Rain skips the blacks and blackface part or reduces them to references so fleeting as to be almost invisible and almost inaudible.23
It is perhaps inevitable that in the single scene in which black people appear in Singin' in the Rain they are not black. I refer to the moment that Don, heading to the movie set of The Duelling Cavalie7; crosses the set of another movie, some jungle picture with a bunch of cannibals in tribal regalia.24 As he walks by, he greets a particularly garish fellow in body paint, mask, and headdress: "Hiya, Maxie." "Oh, hi, Don," the fellow responds and briefly joins him in conversation. The joke is that the savage is not a savage and probably not even black. But it goes further than that. What the cannibals are doing when we first see th-em is dancing a wild, primitive dance. The point is that if one of them is a white guy named Maxie, so might they all be a bunch of white guys in blacked faces and bodies performing allegedly African dance. 24. Needless to say, the presence of cannibals is especially fitting in a film as dependent on artistic cannibalizing as this one is. One could hardly ask for a plainer expression of the speakers' desire to be as good as black: white men can too dance.36 But what I want to draw attention to in these two accounts is the ironic fact that, whether true or imagined and however mixed with other feelings, they contemplate scenarios in which credit is given where it is due, even across nervous racial lines. At least as these white dancers tell it, blacks give their stages over to them, applaud them, call them "king."37 It is a favor that Singin' in the Rain does not return.
But it is also a favor that it cannot forget. Fred Astaire once said of his style of dance, "I don't know how it all started, and I don't want to know.... I just dance."38 It's a funny sentence, the second clause unbalancing the first, suggesting that he does know (certainly his Bojangles dance in Swing Time "knows") or knows more than he would like but 42. Writes Lott: "The primary purpose of early blackface performance was to display the 'black' male body, to fetishize it in a spectacle that worked against the forward motion of the show and froze 'the flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation,' as Laura Mulvey has written of women in cinema" ("LT," p. 28). high stakes, but the essence of American cultural vitality for the better part of three decades ("LT," p. 24). 44 Poor Lina carries a heavy burden. She is the scapegoat not only for all the actors, male and female alike, whose voices flunked the shift to sound, but for all the white performers who danced the art of unseen others which is to say for the film musical itself. No wonder her exposure must be so brutal and her humiliation so complete; she is the repository of a guilt so much greater than her own. In fact, in 1983 when "Beat It" was released, and even in 1985 when That's Dancing! was made, Michael Jackson was one of very few black stars to have appeared on MTV. For some years after the advent of the "new era" and the "new medium," MTV-yet another venue in which money was to be made had notoriously higher thresholds for AfricanAmerican performers, though it regularly featured white artists singing "black" songs (for example, Teena Marie or George Michael, whose album Faith was resented and even boycotted in some black circles on grounds that it was trying to "pass" on the R&B charts) and/or white artists (for example, Peter Gabriel and Madonna) who, like Gene Kelly in The Pirate, surrounded themselves with an "aura" of black musicians
